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Summary: After centuries of watching and waiting, the demons are back. But first, they want revenge on Merope, the Spirit of Summer, who thwarted their plans over five centuries ago. When Mery survives their attack, she goes to the Guardians for help in defeating the demons permanently. Only, to do so, they will need the help of the Guardians' worst foe -the one they beat four years ago...





	1. Prologue

**Well, here we are : my first RotG fanfic ! I'm warning you right now : I'm going to include quite a few elements from the books, so if you haven't read them, I suggest you visit this website : Rise of the Guardians wiki. You'll find everything you need there.  
><strong>

* * *

><p>In the middle of the steppe of southern Siberia, a large patch of air right above the tall grass began to shimmer like a heat haze. Then it warped and stretched, until it shined like a balloon ; a moment later, the rectangle of air simply vanished with the suddenness of a bursting bubble. There was no time to see anything beyond the newly-opened portal : a dozen of creatures, each more strange-looking than the next, rushed through it and spilled into the steppe.<p>

There was a very beautiful, red-haired woman with smooth black spiral horns, scantily dressed in black leather and armed with a spear ; a muscular man with the head of a bull, wearing a leather armour and armed with a massive sword ; another one with two fangs protruding from his mouth, features reminiscent of a lion's face and claw-like fingernails, also in a leather armour and armed with a kukri ; a leopard with four wings and four heads ; a horse with dull green dragon scales and wings ; a small dragon with a long serpentine body and wings serving as front limbs ; a great black wolf with bat wings ; a tall muscular gargoyle ; a man with bat wings whose ruined face bore the remnants of a great beauty, wearing a scale armour and carrying a longsword ; a big black owl with sinister red eyes ; and a brown-haired woman with the wings, legs and tail of a vulture, the wings replacing her arms. They were led by a brown cat, as tall as a man, that stood on its hind legs ; a devious cleverness glinted in its green eyes.

The creatures carried with them a kind of otherworldly aura, as if the air of their own realm still clung to them, something shadowy and dull that seemed to darken the blue summer sky and to immobilize the crisp wind –the tall grass stopped swaying and held still.

As soon as the last being had passed through it, the portal closed. The werecat swept his gaze on his troops who were examining their surroundings with curiosity but remained silent.

"His Imperial Majesty was clear," he said in a raspy voice. "We must find the Interloper as quickly as possible. So let's move."

The four wingless creatures climbed on the back of those which could fly and carry them, and then the monstrous company took flight, heading south. As soon as they were gone, it was as if invisible clouds had vanished, and nature had started breathing again. The wind picked up and swished among the tall grass of the empty steppe.

* * *

><p><strong>Yes, I know, it was short. But I promise the next chapter is coming very soon -tomorrow or the day after. <strong>


	2. Rise and shine

**As promised, here's the next chapter ! And it's much longer !  
>Oh, and I forgot : I don't own <em>Rise of the Guardians <em>or the _Guardians of Childhood _book series. I'll say it just this once.**

* * *

><p>"Well, I think we're all good here," the young woman sighed contently, surveying the Russian capital bathed in the morning summer sun.<p>

Down on the Red Square, dozens of tourists were taking pictures of Saint Basil's Cathedral, but none of them seemed fazed by the young woman in her mid-twenties perched on the highest dome of the famous colourful building ; it was as if they didn't even see her.

With a rustling of feathers, a kestrel landed on the young woman's right shoulder, which was protected by a leather shoulder pad ; it was held in place by two thin straps acting like a belt –a long one, fitted with a buckle, that started behind her shoulder, crossed her back and passed under her left breast to join a shorter one on the front, pierced with holes ; the accessory covered the uppermost part of her arm, to which it was attached by another strap.

The bird emitted a short sharp cry, which made the young woman smile.

"You're right Arsinoë", she said. "China's due for a monsoon by now. Right, let's do this and then we'll call it a day. Maybe we could try and find Cupid…"

The kestrel –Arsinoë– cooed approvingly and her mistress chuckled at the enthusiasm of her familiar : the bird didn't trust easily, but now that Cupid was in her good graces, he'd always stay there –unless he seriously wronged her or her mistress.

"Right, wind," the young woman said with a broad smile. "Take us to China, will you ?"

Then she let go of the cross topping the dome and jumped ; at this moment, a warm wind picked up and carried her away, and she laughed with delight as she gracefully sped through the cloudless sky, closely followed by her kestrel.

A few hours later, the young woman and her kestrel were observing their handiwork, safely hovering inside a warm bubble that vaporized the raindrops before they touched them : the monsoon was beating the paddy fields and the rows of green stalks bent under the torrential rain ; the muddy water was rippling and crackling. Workers in colourful clothes were scattered across the fields, leaning over the saplings.

"Hmm. Guess we're done here," the young woman mumbled to herself. "Well, where do you think Cupid is ?" she asked her familiar in a louder voice. "Let's see… France ? Maybe the Promenade des Anglais in Nice ? That, or Italy, perhaps the Trevi Fountain in Rome ? Or Venice, if he's feeling really traditional today. What do you think ?"

For a few seconds she remained silent, her eyes strangely empty, as if her mind had wandered somewhere else.

"Nice it is then," she suddenly declared, briefly brushing Arsinoë's wing with a finger. "Let's go."

When they arrived at the city by the Mediterranean see, it was almost two o'clock in the afternoon and the sun was shining bright and hot. The Promenade, lined with palm trees, ran along the beach on one side, and along a rather busy street on the other ; a long row of blue chairs faced the glittering sea, and across the streets stood elegant white buildings. A few people were idly walking down the promenade, others were enjoying the beautiful view of the sea in the chairs, others still were lounging on the beach or swimming.

The young woman perched on the back of a chair and looked around for her friend. Again, no one seemed to notice her, although she was certainly _not _inconspicuous : you could miss the small hawk on her shoulder, but not the strange staff she was holding in her left hand. It was thin, long –taller than her– and made of sun-bleached wood ; if you brought your nose close to it, you'd catch the sweet scent of sandalwood. A long brown leather lace was irregularly wrapped around the top of the shaft, its two long ends dangling freely and decorated with wooden pearls of various shapes and colours, and with feathers –the longer end sported a feather from Arsinoë's back, chestnut brown and streaked with black ; the shorter one displayed a bright red feather from a scarlet macaw and a cobalt blue one from a greater blue-eared starling. The staff was crowned with a splendid blue opal the size of goose egg, held in place by root-like offshoots ; the stone's smooth surface glimmered in the sunlight.

The young woman herself could hardly go unnoticed : she was beautiful, with a lithe slender body, an elegant bearing and a smooth sun-kissed skin the colour of a light amber honey ; she was rather tall –about 5'7''– and somewhat small-breasted. Her thick, loose, golden brown curls reached the middle of her back. Her face was triangular like a cat's with delicate, regular features, a thin pointy nose and full pink lips –her lower lip was slightly bigger than her upper lip. But the most striking of her features were her eyes : large and almond-shaped, they were mismatched –one was blue like a cloudless summer sky and the other was a pale warm gold like the sun, and they shone with life and intelligence.

She was wearing maroon cotton shorts, a white cotton T-shirt with a square neckline and lace-up gladiator sandals made of brown leather. The clothes were simple but elegant and well-cut, and suited her perfectly.

And yet no one spared her a glance.

Well, no one except the person who was tiptoeing towards her with a devious smile ; as soon as the man was close enough to the oblivious young woman, he leant and breathed in her ear :

"Hello Merope."

"Eeeep !" the latter screeched in shock.

She started violently and would have tumbled down the chair if the laughing prankster hadn't caught her ; Arsinoë flew off her shoulder with an indignant cry and landed on the back of the next chair.

"Damn it Cupid !" Merope protested, hopping off her perch to smack the arm of a still-laughing Cupid. "That wasn't funny !"

"Yeah, it was," the Spirit of Love and Desire chuckled. "You should've seen your face !"

Merope shook her head with exasperation, but a smile was beginning to tug at the corner of her lips : she couldn't never stay mad at her friend for long.

"Come on," she said, taking Cupid's left arm. "Let's walk a bit."

"Sure," he agreed with a happy smile. "Oh, hello Arsinoë," he added when the hawk went and perched on his right shoulder with a friendly cry.

The two Spirits formed the strangest couple, and if the strolling humans could have seen them, no doubt they would've stood frozen and gawking. Merope alone was remarkable, and she was now sauntering in the company of a young man holding a walnut recurve bow with a thick leather grip, carrying a full quiver on his back and sporting a pair of large cream-white wings. That, and he was attractive : he was tall, with long lean muscles, a pale skin and short dark brown wavy hair ; in his handsome oval face, his big bright green eyes sparkled with mischief and vivacity ; he looked younger than Merope –in his early twenties. He was wearing a white shirt with rolled-up sleeves, a black waistcoat, black jeans and black lace-up shoes.

Cupid and Merope meandered down the Promenade, chatting and joking ; Arsinoë took part in the conversation through the telepathic link she shared with Merope, transmitting images and emotions for her mistress to voice aloud. When four o'clock struck, they filched a box of ice cream cones and a bottle of apricot juice from a nearby supermarket, and flew to the beach to settle down on the warm sand and enjoy a mid-afternoon snack.

A couple of hours and two ice creams each later, Merope announced her intention of going home.

"Arsinoë's hungry and I have a painting to finish," she explained, standing up and brushing sand off her clothes.

"All right," Cupid said, jumping on his feet. "I'll go with you."

"You sure ? Don't you have work ?"

"I do, but it can wait a bit."

They discarded their trash into a bin and took flight, heading south. Merope lived in Cameroon, in the savanna bush of the Adamawa region ; her house was carved inside a giant baobab, a gift from Mother Nature ; the great mage Ombric Shalazar had cloaked it with magic to conceal it from human eyes. As soon as they arrived in the area, Arsinoë left them to go hunting. The two Spirits landed not far from Merope's doorstep.

"I'll be in Rome tomorrow afternoon," Cupid said, shoving his free hand in his pocket. "Will you drop by ?"

"Of course," Merope agreed with a bright smile. "I'd planned to visit Italy anyway, might as well do that tomorrow."

Cupid opened his mouth to say his goodbyes when he was interrupted by a raucous shout coming from the sky :

"There she is ! Kill her !"

Both Spirits started, looked up… and their eyes almost burst out of their sockets at the sight : a dozen of creatures, each weirder than the next, were swooping down on them, claws and fangs bared, weapons brandished, growling and hissing. The Spirits only took the time to exchange a half-incredulous, half-fearful glance before reacting : Cupid nocked an arrow, aimed quickly and let it fly, but the dragon horse managed to avoid the shaft, making the archer curse. As for Merope, she whipped the air with her staff, which shot two blinding-bright beams at the monsters : the black owl evaded one of them, but the vulture woman wasn't so lucky –she was turned into ashes with a short scream. Seeing that they wouldn't have time to fire again before the creatures were on them, the Spirits took flight.

They wove through their enemies, dodging claws, blades and wings with graceful agility, and seizing every opportunity to fire. The bull-headed man took an arrow between his eyes and turned into black gravelly dust, and the gargoyle was incinerated by a sunbeam. But the werecat leader remained undaunted.

"Elbert, Roshan and Nëris, kill the archer," he ordered in Aramaic. "Verona, Turiel, Lulamae and Ss'vira, surround the Interloper while Nauror and I drive her towards the ground !"

Immediately, Cupid found himself too busy fighting off four attackers to help his friend.

"Cupid !" Merope shouted with distress.

But she had no time to join her fellow Spirit : the bat-winged man, the black owl and the serpentine dragon –with its red-haired rider– surrounded her and circled her relentlessly while the werecat and his dragon horse flew above her, lower and lower, pushing her towards the ground and its tall golden grass –that would soon be splashed with red if she didn't do something _fast._ But, if her enemies had underestimated her before, they weren't now : every sunbeam she'd fire was dodged with masterful skill, without breaking the formation, and it struck her that the creatures had _trained _–or been trained– and trained _well_.

To kill her.

_Come on Merope, don't dwell on that now… All right, last resort… Won't be discreet. _She'd have to be quick though.

The Spirit dropped to the ground, much to the creatures' surprise ; it took only a couple of seconds for them to shake off their confusion, but it was already too late : Merope was clutching her staff with both hands, her eyes closed and a concentrated look on her face, and as the monsters swooped down on her, she was enveloped by a blinding, dense gold light radiating from her body. Then, with a whoosh, the light gushed up and up into a large searing column that engulfed the fiends, who this time hadn't been fast enough to evade it. As soon as the monsters were nothing but ashes, the light quickly dimmed until it was no more, revealing Merope standing in the middle of a disc of scorched grass and earth, her head thrown back. She searched the sky for Cupid : she saw him shoot down the last fiend –the bat-winged wolf which, seeing that its companions were all dead, had tried to flee ; she noticed that Cupid's shirt had turned red on his right shoulder and that he had difficulty drawing his bow, but he seemed otherwise fine. So she allowed herself to sink on her knees and then lie down in her back, weary from the substantial expense of energy.

But she had no time to gaze at the pale blue sky while resting : dozens of sharp points sunk in her left calf and she shot up, screaming as pain rolled in her leg like wildfire.

"Mery !" Cupid shouted somewhere above her.

The small serpentine dragon –_a wyvern _her great culture supplied– was clinging to her leg, staring at her with a fierce malevolent determination in its yellow eyes ; half its body was charred and crumbling to ash. Apparently, it had managed to avoid, at least in part, the column of sunlight and had crashed onto the ground, unnoticed by Merope who had been much more concerned about Cupid.

An arrow struck the wyvern in its eye, killing it instantly, but the damage was done : Merope felt a fire spread through her body and her muscles weaken while her heart sped up feverishly and a dark veil fell before her eyes. _Poison. _A wyvern's bite was poisonous, she now remembered. She fell back in the scorched grass just when Cupid landed beside her ; he knelt and pulled her up against his chest, his anxious gaze never leaving her pallid face contorted by suffering.

* * *

><p><strong>And let the action begin... Just in case some of you haven't read the books : no, Cupid don't belong to them. I invented him. I hoped you like Merope and him so far ! And what do you think of Arsinoë ?<br>So, I posted a portrait of Merope and a drawing of her staff on my tumblr : my name there is black-paws-soaring. When I publish the next chapter, I'll also post a drawing of Mery's shoulder pad and one of a certain item that will appear in the next chapter...**

**Reviews are most welcome !**


End file.
